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Dedication

For nearly four decades my students have pushed me to think harder and explain better.

This book is for you.
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Introduction

Most of us know people who struggle to be happy despite having it all. I remember visiting my friend Steve after he hit it rich and being blown away by his cushy existence. As I wandered through his extraordinary home, I told him that his life was over the top. Steve admitted that it seemed that way but then explained to me—with a straight face—that it really wasn’t. While I nibbled on his caviar and brie, I learned that the cook didn’t get along with the maid, he and his wife couldn’t agree on where to go on their next vacation, his daughter was waitlisted at the fancy kindergarten, and the list went on. By the time he finished I felt so sorry for him that I offered to trade places, if only to sort out this vexing cook/maid problem.

At the time I marveled at Steve’s inability to see his own good fortune, but later as I was reading Frank Marlowe’s wonderful book on hunter-gatherers, it occurred to me that I’m just like Steve. And so are you. Although we can’t be certain, the data suggest that we’re no happier than our distant ancestors, who eked out a living much like the remaining hunter-gatherers do today. The comforts, safety, and ease of our existence make us the equivalent of multimillionaires by comparison to them, but our ancestors were probably happier than we are. How could that be?

There’s more than one answer to this question, but I believe an important part of the story lies in the inherent tension between our two most basic needs: autonomy and connection. As you’ll see over the course of this book, these two needs play a fundamental role in nearly all aspects of our lives. Our hunter-gatherer ancestors struck a balance between these needs that worked well, but over time we’ve lost that balance by prioritizing autonomy over connection. This modern imbalance explains why so many people fail to appreciate the extraordinary quality of life we have created for ourselves. My hope is that the information in these twelve chapters will not only interest you but will also guide you as you make decisions about how to balance autonomy and connection in your own life.

Part I focuses on the evolution of connection and autonomy and how these needs play a central role in who we are. Part II explores major societal forces that influence and reflect these needs, including sex, culture, religion, and politics. As we’ll see, these four ways of defining ourselves have a major impact on where and how people draw the line between autonomy and connection. Part III builds the case that our modern world has eroded our sources of connection by overemphasizing autonomy. These changes were brought about by urbanization, education, wealth, and science, all of which shifted the balance away from connection and toward autonomy. Meanwhile, the changing nature of marriage has at times provided a bulwark against our loss of connection and at other times exacerbated it.

Although some correction to the excessive connection and insufficient autonomy of ancestral life was probably overdue, these chapters show how the pendulum has now swung too far toward autonomy and away from connection, with important and largely unrecognized consequences for human flourishing. Part IV is designed to help you rebalance your life if you conclude that it’s out of whack after reading this book. This section provides strategies for easily reconnecting in our busy, modern world and explain why rebalancing is not a one-off decision.

With this outline in mind, you’re ready to start the book. But for those of you who would like a little more background, the two remaining sections of the introduction provide brief discussions of evolutionary theory and the type of evidence that serves as the basis of this book. Neither of these sections is necessary to understand the rest of the book, so if these topics don’t interest you, I’d suggest you skip over them and jump straight into Chapter 1.

A Brief Note on Evolution

If you don’t have a strong background in evolutionary theory, there are five points about evolution you might want to consider before diving into this book. First, when I give talks about how humans and chimpanzees evolved from the same common ancestor, people often ask why there are still any chimps. If we’re a more successful species—and at the moment we obviously are, with eight billion humans and fewer than half a million chimps—why didn’t they evolve into humans along with us? Similarly, when I explain how cooperation is the key to our success, people often ask why chimps aren’t more cooperative. If cooperation led us to world domination, why don’t our chimp cousins cooperate more?

The key fact to remember when considering such questions is that all life forms evolve to fit the niche they occupy. Chimpanzees are well adapted to life in the tropical rainforests, where being more humanlike would not make them more successful. You need only ask yourself how you’d fare if you were dropped naked into the jungle to realize the advantages of their traits for their environment.

Our ancestors’ move to the savannah six million years ago forced us to become more cooperative and our increasingly cooperative nature created new opportunities to use our intelligence. Being smarter and more cooperative are both evolutionary strategies that have notable advantages but also notable costs. It takes a lot of calories to run a big brain so a big brain will only evolve when it brings in a lot more calories. Cooperation also exposes you to freeloaders—people who take more than they give—so cooperation will only evolve along with mechanisms to enforce it. If the costs of certain traits outweigh their advantages in their environment, you can rest assured those traits won’t evolve. Chimpanzees wouldn’t gain as much from cooperation as our savannah-living ancestors did, nor do they have the capacity to punish freeloaders that our ancestors gained when they evolved the capacity to throw stones on the savannah, and thus chimps never evolved anything close to the cooperative nature of humans.

Second, it’s easy to get caught up in the here and now when evaluating evolutionary success. But what exists today is only a small slice of what has existed and many of today’s species have been here for barely a blip on the evolutionary timescale. Homo sapiens have walked the Earth for less than three hundred thousand years. A quarter of a million years isn’t bad, but some of our intermediary ancestors such as Australopithecines roamed Africa for ten times longer. They’re not here anymore, but it’s not clear if humans will be here a few million years from now either, so perhaps our comparatively small-brained ancestors will prove to be a greater evolutionary success story than we are. Maybe we’re too clever for our own good.

Third, it may seem odd that our psychology evolved along with our biology, as it’s hard to imagine how patterns of thought could be heritable. But ways of thinking are heritable, with most of our psychological traits showing a substantial genetic component. Even more importantly, some aspects of our psychology play such a critical role in survival and reproduction that everyone shares them—they’re species-typical. Pretty much all humans enjoy a good meal and pretty much no humans like to eat feces or decaying carcasses. Because our bodies evolved to extract nutrition from what we call a good meal (fruits and vegetables, nuts, animal protein) but not from feces or decaying carcasses, we prefer the former over the latter.

Dung beetles and vultures enjoy foods we find disgusting because their bodies evolved to extract nutrients from such sources and to protect them from the pathogens in them. We are motivated to eat fruits and nuts and they are motivated to eat feces and roadkill. Such species-typical motives are shaped by evolution so our behaviors match our capabilities, whether we’re dung beetles, vultures, or humans. Our ancestors who did not share our preference for fruit over poop were less likely to survive and reproduce, with the result that the genes leading to their unsuitable food preferences disappeared with them.

Fourth, one of the most remarkable features about evolution is that it is a mindless force. The process of evolution involves countless random genetic changes, most of which either result in no discernible effect or make matters worse. But every once in a while a genetic change makes an organism more effective in its struggle for survival or its capacity to reproduce. When that happens, the gene spreads via the enhanced reproductive success of its owner and the species evolves. Through this process, species become better adapted to their environment. In this book, I occasionally discuss evolution in terms that could be interpreted to mean that evolutionary forces have a goal or are mindfully guiding organisms toward a more successful future. Please resist the temptation to interpret evolution in such a manner. The outcome of evolution is individuals who out-compete other individuals, resulting in species that better fit their environment, but the process of evolution is entirely mindless and random.

Fifth, evolution doesn’t require that organisms be aware of the importance of their survival or reproduction or motivated to survive or reproduce. Rather, animals simply need to evolve a constellation of motives that keep them safe and well fed, and that help them reproduce when the time is right. For example, fear of predators, feelings of hunger and thirst, disgust for pathogens and parasites, sexual interest in suitable mates, and feelings of nurturance to offspring will lead animals to engage in the behaviors necessary to survive and reproduce, independent of whether they have any desire to do so. We humans are the first animals to separate our sexual activity from its reproductive consequences, with the result that our species will peak in numbers later this century and then begin what may be a permanent decline. Most humans have a great deal of interest in sex, but declining birth rates around the world suggest that most humans have much less interest in reproduction. Maybe if cockroaches invented birth control they would disappear too.

The Nature of the Evidence

I make a lot of claims in this book, so you might wonder where the evidence comes from. How do we know these things? And how confident are we that these claims are true? Some of what I’ll be telling you is based on a mountain of evidence and we’re pretty sure we know what’s going on. Other claims, however, are based on just a smattering of evidence that is glued together with a fair bit of speculation. Perhaps the most important speculation you’ll see concerns the inferences I make about the behavior and psychology of our distant ancestors. Throughout this book, I’ll extrapolate from what we know about the hunter-gatherers who were encountered by anthropologists and explorers in the last few hundred years to understand what our distant ancestors were probably like. Very little behavioral evidence survives from tens of thousands of years ago, so we don’t know if the commonalities documented among the hunter-gatherers we’ve actually met are indicative of what our ancestors were like. Most of us assume that the lives of hunter-gatherers have changed very little during the time humans have existed. But we don’t know that.

To give you a sense of the data that inform this book, let’s consider two examples of the types of research I’ll be reporting: one on ancient behaviors we can’t observe directly, and one on behaviors we can study in the lab and field. To start with the ancient, one of the best examples of human connection among our ancestors is mandatory sharing. I’ll discuss how mandatory sharing works in detail in Chapter 2, but at this point I want to focus on a unique form of mandatory sharing among the Ju/’hoãn (aka !Kung San) hunter-gatherers of the Kalahari Desert.

The life of a hunter-gatherer is dicey no matter where you live. Most hunts fail, meaning that hunter-gatherers are at constant risk of going hungry or even starving if they have a string of bad luck. The risk of starvation is even greater for people like the Ju/’hoãnsi, who eke out a living in an unforgiving desert environment. In response to this risk, the Ju/’hoãnsi developed a system of connections called hxaro that involves the maintenance of reciprocal exchange relationships over various geographic distances. Most of the partners in hxaro relationships live reasonably close to one another, which facilitates mutual aid. But one of the key features of hxaro relationships is that they almost always include several partners who live over fifty kilometers away and at least one who lives over a hundred kilometers away. Distant partnerships are difficult to maintain, but they have the huge advantage that if everyone is struggling in your neck of the woods, you can pack your bags and move far enough away so that things are likely to be different. Should it come to pass that you need to make a two-hundred-kilometer trek to escape a local famine, life is going to be a lot easier if you have an hxaro partner when you get there than if you show up hungry and friendless.

Hxaro relationships are costly in both time and goods, as you must exchange gifts to maintain the relationship and you are required to help your partners whenever they need it. But a diverse and well-chosen array of hxaro partners also serves as an insurance policy by creating a network of people you can count on that spans thousands of square kilometers. If you do your part to help your friends when they need it, you know that anywhere you’re likely to go there will be someone who will help you too. Hxaro partners who are far away have the added advantage that they might be able to find you a husband or wife who is less likely to be closely related to you. The benefits of hxaro relationships, particularly distant ones, probably played a critical role in the prehistory of the Ju/’hoãnsi by increasing their chances of survival and reproduction.

For these reasons, scientists have assumed that the hxaro tradition is probably really old, long predating the visits of anthropologists who first documented it. But just because an assumption makes sense doesn’t mean it’s true, so we need to find ways to assess whether the system of hxaro is as ancient as it would seem. There is no way to answer this question with certainty, as there is no written evidence of hxaro from the distant past, but there are ways to investigate it.

In modern times, hxaro gifts almost always contain beadwork made of ostrich eggshells, which raises the possibility that we might be able to find evidence in the archaeological record that people gave each other ostrich-eggshell beads long ago. Such evidence would not be proof of the existence of hxaro, as perhaps people traded beads then much like we use money now. But such evidence would be consistent with the idea that hxaro networks are indeed ancient among the Ju/’hoãnsi. And “consistent with” is a good start when doing science.

As luck would have it, we can identify where an ostrich egg was laid by examining the ratio of different isotopes of strontium in the shell. Strontium is an element that animals extract from the foods they eat to build their teeth, bones, and eggshells (much like calcium). When the ratio of the different isotopes of strontium in the ostrich eggshell matches the ratio in the local rock, we know that’s where the ostrich lived. As luck would further have it, archaeologists have found ostrich eggshell beads that can be dated back many thousands of years. When Brian Stewart and his colleagues analyzed the strontium isotopes in these ancient eggshell beads to identify their likely geographic origins, they found that even among their oldest samples—which were thirty-three thousand years old—the eggshell beads had traveled hundreds of miles from where the eggs were originally laid.

What do these findings mean? On the one hand, they suggest that the hxaro tradition may be at least thirty-three thousand years old. According to this possibility, the eggshell beads that traveled thirty-three thousand years ago did so for the same reasons they do today; people walked great distances to give gifts to hxaro partners and maintain a network of relationships. Coincidentally, thirty-three thousand years ago was also a time when the climate was particularly volatile in southern Africa, suggesting that the system of including distant hxaro partners might have developed in response to environmental challenges that required larger cooperative networks than were previously necessary.

On the other hand, it’s also possible that these eggshell beads were used as a form of barter and traveled across broad networks as people used them in a manner akin to cash. If so, then each transaction probably involved a small geographic distance, but over numerous transactions some of the eggshell beads eventually traveled hundreds of miles. Eggshell beads would have been easy to bring along when traveling, which is important for nomadic hunter-gatherers, so people might have traded them for a variety of goods in the absence of any meaningful relationships. According to this possibility, these ancient and well-traveled eggshell beads are not evidence for the antiquity of hxaro, but rather for the fact that humans have long engaged in complex trade networks.

These data give us a sense of the challenges when we try to infer the behavior and underlying psychology of our distant ancestors. But what do evolutionary data look like when we’re working with organisms that are alive in the here and now? One of my favorite examples of the ongoing interplay between evolution, psychology, and biology can be found in the life cycle of Toxoplasma gondii, a parasitic protozoa. T gondii sexually reproduce in the intestines of cats (from housecats all the way up to lions), after which their young are pooped out in the form of oocysts, which are hardy little fellows. Many of these oocysts never find another host, but if they are lucky they are unintentionally eaten by various animals, most commonly herbivores who are grazing where the cats have pooped. When that happens, T gondii infect the hapless herbivores by working their way into their muscles, heart, and brains.

That’s all well and good for the little protozoa, but they need to find their way back into a cat to sexually reproduce. Herbivores often get eaten by cats—for example, when gnus and gazelles become lion or leopard food—but our friend T gondii doesn’t want to leave such an important outcome to chance. T gondii wants the animal in which it resides to become cat chow; it does not want its host to be eaten by hyenas or vultures when it finally succumbs to old age. How does T gondii tilt the scales in its favor?

One of the key areas T gondii infects in the brains of its victims is the amygdala, which is the fear center. Rather remarkably, once it gets its little biochemical hands on this control center, T gondii is able to manipulate the animal’s preferences. It can’t cause the infected animal to run straight at a pack of lions, but it does change the animal’s scent preferences; where previously the animal found the smell of cat urine to be aversive, now it finds the smell attractive. Perhaps even more remarkably, this effect appears to be highly specific. For example, when chimpanzees are infected with T gondii they are more likely to approach the urine of leopards—their natural predators—but not the urine of lions (who live on the savannah, so their paths don’t cross) or tigers (who live on a different continent).

As you can tell from these examples, when the data are from the distant past, substantial inference is involved in their interpretation. But all data require some inference. We know from this second example that T gondii can manipulate its host to make the animal more likely to approach the urine of feline predators. We infer from this finding that T gondii evolved to influence this specific preference because such a change would make the host animal linger where cats are about, increasing its likelihood of being eaten by one. Much of the research I discuss in this book relies on similar sorts of inferences, although a lot of the data I discuss are from modern humans, allowing us to literally ask people the questions that concern us. Even then, however, there are often multiple ways their answers can be interpreted, so you’ll have to decide if my interpretations are convincing.

For those of you who would like to take a deeper dive into the data than I provide here, there is a reference section for every chapter listing the research articles with the findings I discuss. Keep in mind, however, that I haven’t listed the dozens (and occasionally hundreds) of additional articles that provide background and meaning to this original research. So please consider the reference section for each chapter a starting point rather than a complete list. Additionally, I don’t include footnotes linking specific ideas in the text to their references, as I find such footnotes distracting when I read books like this one. Rather, I’ve used footnotes to highlight details and tangential ideas that might interest some readers but not others.




Part I

The Human Balance

Different species rely on different strategies to survive and thrive. Some are big enough and strong enough to go it alone (think bull elephants) while others are so weak and tiny they’re only successful when they band together (think bees and ants). Like bees and ants, humans are highly effective in groups but relatively vulnerable on their own, with the result that we evolved a strong need to connect with each other. Our evolutionary trajectory put us on this path to sociality millions of years ago, but it also instilled in us a competing need for autonomy. In Part I we consider where these two needs come from as well as their impact on human happiness.




1

Competing Motives

One of the great mysteries of human psychology is why so many people struggle to be happy despite leading blessed lives. If you were to pluck a random person from almost any industrialized democracy, that person will live a much longer, healthier, and more interesting life than 99.9 percent of the people who walked this planet before us. Our distant ancestors never had so much to eat, so many choices about who would be their friends or romantic partners, so many forms of entertainment, or so many ways to earn a living. They also coped with constant danger; nearly half their children died of accidents or disease before they reached adulthood.

For most of us, a life of so much hardship and sorrow would be almost unimaginable. When I consider their existence—filled with hunger, discomfort, disease, and death—my reaction is no thanks. I’d rather give the whole thing a miss. Yet, judging from the happiness of the world’s remaining hunter-gatherers (such as the Hadza of Tanzania), our ancestors apparently found a great deal of satisfaction in their lives, despite lacking everything we take for granted. For example, when Tomasz Frackowiak and his colleagues asked nearly a hundred Hadza men and women from campsites around Lake Eyasi, Tanzania, whether they were “sad,” “sometimes sad and sometimes happy,” or “happy” during the previous week, over 90 percent said they were happy. When the researchers asked the same question of their fellow Poles, fewer than half said they were happy.

These data raise the remarkable possibility that hunter-gatherers might be happier than we are, but perhaps their interpretation of the word sad is much more negative or all-encompassing than ours. For example, maybe we use the word sad to describe how we feel when there’s nothing but leftovers in the fridge, but they only use it when they or their loved ones are seriously ill or injured. Or maybe it was a particularly good time at Lake Eyasi when the research was conducted, so the Hadza were unusually happy. Both are possible, but consider a study by Barbara de Zalduondo with the Efe hunter-gatherers of the Ituri Rainforest, which sits smack dab on the equator in the Democratic Republic of Congo. She used different measures and a longer time frame than the study by Frackowiak but found similar effects.

The Efe’s cultural rules allow strong emotional displays among adults—such as laughing, crying, and sulking—making them ideal participants for a study on people’s emotional displays rather than their self-reported happiness. To get a sense of their emotional life, de Zalduondo spent eight months measuring the emotional states of members of fifteen different Efe camps as they went about their daily routine, during which time she made over twelve thousand observations. Across this period, the camps experienced a significant food shortage almost 30 percent of the time. De Zalduondo wondered how a food shortage would affect the three main categories of emotional expression: (1) pleasure, (2) complaint (expressed by what we’d call whining), and (3) displeasure. Much to her surprise, there was only a small drop in pleasure from times of plenty (when they made up 32 percent of all emotional utterances) to times of hunger (when they comprised 28 percent of all emotional utterances). Perhaps even more surprising, complaints went down during times of hunger (from 36 to 30 percent), raising the possibility that people stopped sweating the small stuff when they had real concerns. Expressions of displeasure did go up substantially (from 22 to 32 percent), as people had more reason to be displeased when day after day they failed to find food. Note, however, that pleasure was expressed more frequently than displeasure during times of plenty, and only slightly less frequently than displeasure during times of hardship.

These data suggest that even when hunter-gatherers are chronically hungry, they’re almost as likely to show pleasure as they are to show displeasure. Most of us are blissfully unaware of what this kind of hunger feels like, but when I think about how often my friends and I get upset over trivialities (like the time the pizza guy put barbecue sauce on my meat-lovers pizza when I specifically ordered tomato sauce!), it doesn’t seem like we’re any happier than they are. How is that possible?

Psychologists have devised a number of strategies to help people appreciate their blessings, many of which work reasonably well, like thanking others or expressing gratitude for one’s good fortune. Activities such as these give people a short-term boost in happiness, but they leave fundamental questions unanswered. Why do the effects of such reminders fade so quickly? And why must we put in any effort at all to see blessings that should be blatantly obvious? We’re like multimillionaires compared to hunter-gatherers, but we’re distracted by the fact that the cook can’t get along with the maid and forgetting what a blessing it is to have a cook or a maid in the first place.

The most common explanation for this strange state of affairs is that we accommodate ourselves so readily to almost any situation that our happiness depends only on short-term gains and losses. Whether we’re hunter-gatherers or members of industrial societies, we focus on whether today is better than yesterday and what we can do to improve tomorrow, not on whether life has been good to us. According to this possibility, we’re more attuned to rapid changes in our life circumstances than we are to our ongoing state of being. If that’s true, we’re no happier than our ancestors because all of us are caught up in the same game of comparing today to yesterday and worrying about tomorrow.

The problem with this explanation becomes apparent if we follow it to its logical conclusion. According to this possibility, a millionaire who loses a hundred thousand dollars in a bad investment should be sadder than a homeless person who finds ten dollars on the sidewalk. After all, the former has an easy life but has experienced a momentary setback while the latter has a hard life but has experienced a brief win. We don’t have good data comparing millionaires when they make bad investments to homeless people when they find money, but I suspect that if the millionaire is sadder in this case, it’s likely to be a short-lived effect. After consoling himself with a glass of Hennessy, the millionaire will soon feel better, and after buying himself a burger and fries, the homeless person will soon be hungry and cold again.

Thought experiments like this one clarify that our impressive ability to adapt to our life circumstances must not be the whole story. The homeless person may have plenty of moments of happiness, but life satisfaction is much higher among those who are well to do and sheltered from the elements. Given that we are so much wealthier than our ancestors, and so much better protected from the threats to their existence, it stands to reason that something in their lives must have been lost or we would all be much happier. The key question is . . . what? What did they have that we don’t? The more I’ve reflected on this problem, the more I’ve come to believe that at its heart lie a few key details from our particular evolutionary history.

Over the last six million years, human evolution has led to a pair of competing needs inside all of us that must be balanced for us to experience lasting happiness. These needs were etched into our psychology because they supported two key goals our distant ancestors had to achieve: to bond with others for their mutual protection, and to develop their own skills to make them valuable to their group. In support of these goals, our ancestors evolved two corresponding needs that must both be satisfied for them to be happy. Millions of years later we’re still driven by these needs; from childhood through to old age we have a need for connection and a need for autonomy. Unfortunately, when we pursue either of these needs, we must sacrifice the other.

Our ancestors faced this same trade-off, but their lives provided a very different balance than ours does today. As we’ll see, the modern world has led to a variety of changes that have shifted our emphasis away from connection and toward autonomy. Because most of these changes emerged slowly, over the course of generations rather than years, the central role played by the tension between connection and autonomy in our modern problems has escaped the notice of almost everyone. Instead, our problems are explained with a variety of disparate theories, each of which is specific to the issue at hand and none of which attempts to tell the whole story. But almost all our problems have a common denominator: people experience a sense of emptiness when they should be fulfilled. In short, we’re often sad when we should be happy.

This paradox is what drove me to write this book. I believe our modern world has disrupted the balance between connection and autonomy in our lives, sometimes for the better, but more often for the worse. Once we see our struggles as a product of this imbalance, our problems look different and so do their solutions. Understanding the interplay between these two needs connects the dots across seemingly unrelated problems, while simultaneously giving us a new way of looking at ourselves and our world.

The Tension Between Connection and Autonomy

As I wrote in The Social Leap, when local climate events forced our ancestors out of the trees six million years ago, they eventually banded together on the savannah for safety. Their increased cooperation and sociality placed us on a new evolutionary trajectory, which ensured that our most fundamental psychological need was for connection. By connection, I mean our desire to cooperate, form social bonds, make friendships, establish long-term romantic relationships, and attach ourselves to our group.

Our need for connection played a central role in our evolution, as it enabled us to cooperate to solve problems that we were too small, weak, or ignorant to solve on our own. Connection was a matter of life or death then and it remains critical now. Some forms of connection are new (Facebook and LinkedIn), others are as old as our species itself (having a meal with friends), but whether you’re an introvert or extravert, connection is fundamental to your life satisfaction. Whenever we work together, offer or seek advice, attend a crowded party, sit side by side with a friend while studying or watching a movie, or even smile when we meet the eye of a stranger, we feel the imperative of connection. When you bask in the comfort and camaraderie of old friends, you’re feeling the product of six million years of evolution.

At the same time, the need for connection we evolved on the savannah was supplemented by a need for autonomy, which remains our second most fundamental psychological need. By autonomy I mean self-governance; choosing a path based on your own needs, preferences, or skills; and making independent decisions. Connection makes humans effective in their struggles against predators and a harsh environment, but autonomy allows us to increase our usefulness to others.

Some species have only one way to be of value to their group or a mate (e.g., male dung beetles succeed or fail based entirely on the size of the poo ball they are able to accumulate), but we humans can adopt a wide array of strategies to make us effective group members and attractive mates. In our ancestral past, some people tried to become the best hunters or gatherers, while others strived to be the best arrow makers, storytellers, healers, or cooks.* Today the number of opportunities for self-development has expanded exponentially. Autonomy helps us create competence by motivating us to seize what we regard as the most promising opportunities for success. In short, autonomy is what makes individuals unique and efficacious.

Unfortunately, forming social bonds with others satisfies our connection needs but directly threatens our autonomy. Interdependence constrains our choices by requiring us to consider the consequences of our actions for others. In contrast, prioritizing our own goals and preferences over the needs and desires of others maximizes our autonomy but makes us unpalatable as relationship partners or coalition members.

Despite these facts, the field of psychology hasn’t recognized this contradiction. Over the last forty years, psychologists Edward Deci, Richard Ryan, and their colleagues have mapped out the nature of intrinsic motivation* in their enormously important books and articles on self-determination theory (SDT). This theory, more than any other, has become the foundation of our understanding of goal pursuit and life satisfaction. In this line of work, they argue that autonomy and connection are two of our most fundamental needs, but they propose that these two needs are mutually reinforcing. They base this argument, in part, on the fact that people give each other a lot of autonomy in good relationships and are often intrusive and controlling in poor relationships. As their research shows, when people are in good relationships, they’re trusting and comfortable enough that they can satisfy each other’s connection needs and autonomy needs at the same time, but when they’re in toxic relationships they’re unable to satisfy either of these needs. Although that’s true, it obscures the fact that entering relationships in the first place is damaging to autonomy and pursuing autonomy is damaging to relationships.

Deci and Ryan also define autonomy somewhat differently than I do; my emphasis is on independence and self-governance whereas they focus more on feelings of volition. From their perspective, if I decide that I value my relationship with an art lover more than my desire to go skiing, then my decision to spend my holiday at the Louvre was made autonomously. Never mind that I’d rather visit the dentist than an art museum and am later brought to tears when I see my friends’ photos from the slopes. I expressed autonomy in choosing to prioritize my relationship over my personal preferences.

At one level their approach makes perfect sense, as I was free to make my own choice (no one tied me up and paraded me through the Louvre in shackles). But this perspective ignores the fact that my decision was based on my need for connection, not my need for autonomy. Indeed, in this scenario I’ve sacrificed my autonomy in service of connection, so it makes no sense to say that I’ve made this sacrifice autonomously. Furthermore, in its emphasis on the internal feeling of exercising one’s own will, their theorizing loses sight of the external factors that caused humans to evolve a need for autonomy in the first place. The need for autonomy did not evolve to give me a feeling of volition or free will. The need for autonomy evolved to motivate me to pursue opportunities that I regard as the most promising, and in so doing, find my own areas of competence.

Because self-determination theory is the dominant perspective among psychologists seeking to understand motivation, most of us have come to see autonomy and connection as mutually compatible. That viewpoint, in turn, obscures what would otherwise be obvious: Our shift to a lifestyle that emphasizes autonomy has unwittingly but inevitably sacrificed the connections that keep our life in balance. Autonomy without connection—the very dynamic that characterizes modern society—creates what I call sad success stories; people whose achievements feel hollow and unsatisfying because they don’t have a tight network of friends to share them with.

The mistaken notion that autonomy and connection are mutually supporting means that problems that arise from their inherent tension are often overlooked or misunderstood. For example, it is well known that people have different attachment styles and that we can predict much about people’s relationships by assessing whether they are securely or anxiously attached. Countless marriage therapists have tried to help their clients map a route to security in their attachments. But what if “attachment styles” are only partially about the capacity for connection? What if they also reflect the conflict between connection and autonomy? Rather than being a single construct, secure attachment might be better conceived as a match between both partners’ connection and autonomy abilities and needs.

By way of example, two of my good friends have been happily married to each other for decades even though they barely see each other. I remember stopping by their place in the evening and finding one of them contentedly eating dinner on her own. I asked where her husband was and she said she didn’t know; he hadn’t told her that morning where he was going or when he was coming home. They are clearly a high autonomy/low connection couple but both of them are very secure in that understanding.

In contrast, I know other happily married couples whose lives are so enmeshed that when I run into one of them, I automatically look around for the other. It doesn’t matter whether they’re at the grocery or the dog park; if you need to find one it’s enough to locate the other. What seems to make all these people happy in their marriages is not just the love they feel for each other, but the fact that they agree where the balance between autonomy and connection should lie. According to this possibility, there is no universal prescription for secure attachment, as the answer will vary between persons and across time and place.

To take one more example, the skyrocketing rates of depression and anxiety in adolescents and young adults have left many of us wondering why people who have more opportunities than any generation before them struggle so much with their mental health. A variety of explanations have been proposed for this problem, such as the corrosive effects of social media and helicopter parenting, and the data support a role for these factors (I’ll say more about social media in Chapters 7 and 11). But we also need to consider the dramatic increases in autonomy in the last few generations and the fact that they’ve resulted in lost connection. The primary developmental goal of adolescence and early adulthood is to establish independence, but in the past this goal was pursued in the context of extensive and meaningful connections (that probably felt smothering at times). In the absence of preexisting deep connections, young people today follow their biological inclination toward greater autonomy without realizing that their autonomy/connection ratio is already out of whack.

The Centrality of Competence and Warmth

Autonomy and connection are critical not only to our own life satisfaction but also to how others perceive us. The two universal domains on which we evaluate others are competence and warmth. We care if people are capable and we care if they are friendly. Nearly all evaluations that matter can be subsumed under these two broad categories. As we’ll see in Chapter 3, the need for autonomy evolved to facilitate the development of competence by allowing us to choose the domains in which we have the best prospects and then develop our talents in those domains. Warmth, on the other hand, is the interpersonal reflection of a person’s desire and ability to connect. Warm people connect with others naturally, easily, and empathically; cold people do not.

Although competence and warmth both play a central role in our evaluations of others, we care more about warmth than competence. This is somewhat counterintuitive, particularly from an evolutionary perspective in which our ancestors were at constant risk of starvation, but warmth matters more for survival than competence (so long as people achieve an acceptable level of competence). The partner who will reliably share with you, who can be counted on to help when you need her, and who has your interests at heart is a more valuable person than the great hunter or skilled arrow maker who can’t be counted on in a pinch. Consistent with these arguments, when anthropologists measure hunter-gatherers’ competence and warmth, they find that people prefer to spend time with campmates who are warm and friendly over campmates who are the best hunters, even when they’re heading out on a hunt together.

Competence and warmth might seem like independent qualities—after all, a person can be highly skilled or hopeless regardless of whether they are nasty or nice—but the inevitable tension between autonomy and connection ensures that it’s difficult to increase one quality without jeopardizing the other. The more we pursue autonomy and competence, the more we sacrifice connection and warmth. There are only so many hours in the day, and the more time we spend practicing or otherwise honing our craft, the less time we spend connecting with others, cooperating with them, and generally attending to their needs. We pay a price in connection to develop competence.

There are exceptions to this rule, as some people develop competence so easily that they can still maintain strong relationships. But those exceptions are sufficiently rare that the more we see someone as competent, the less we see them as warm (and vice versa). For example, when people are asked to form impressions of others in experiments, they view incompetent people as warm but competent people as cold. The effect goes the other way too—learning that someone is warm makes them seem less competent and learning that someone is cold makes them seem more competent. As a result, people who are highly successful can seem cold and people who are warm and friendly can seem incompetent, even when they’re not. Finding the right balance between connection and autonomy is thus critical to our own mental health as well as the impressions formed by others, and the various romantic, platonic, and pragmatic relationships we develop across our lifetime. To get a sense of where that balance should lie, let’s start by considering the evolutionary origins of our need to connect.
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Why We Connect

Before we dive into human nature, it’s worth asking how evolution has shaped other creatures who face similar pressures, as their solutions to life’s challenges provide a useful context for understanding our own. Many animals serve as good comparisons, and we’ll consider an assortment throughout this book, but I’d like to start with a brief discussion of the kookaburra: the extraordinary bird who wakes me at dawn with its insane, beautiful laugh. Kookaburras, and birds in general, are more like humans than you might think. Similar to human babies, kookaburra chicks are difficult to raise—they are flightless and stuck in the nest—so all their meals must be hunted down and brought to them. In response to these demands of parenthood, evolution ensures that most birds form monogamous pairs in which both the mother and the father work hard to raise their highly dependent young.

Much like our human ancestors, the kookaburra is at constant risk of starvation in Australia’s drought-prone countryside. Kookaburras have evolved a few interesting habits in response to the challenges of feeding their young in this unpredictable environment. First, they practice “cooperative breeding,” in which earlier broods of kookaburras stick around to help mom and dad feed the latest generation. This help from older siblings increases the probability of successfully raising the chicks, as there are more kookaburras providing for the little ones. But kookaburras also add a second strategy; like many other birds, they produce an additional egg just in case.

This third egg serves as an insurance policy in two ways. First, if either of the first two eggs fails to hatch, the third egg can provide the second chick. Second, if there is plenty of food to go around, the third chick might well make it to adulthood, thereby increasing the size of the family (and the evolutionary “success” of the parents). But the third egg is definitely a backup—when times are tight, the third chick almost always dies, either of starvation or siblicide. The first two chicks are larger and if they aren’t being adequately fed, their most common response is to peck their little sibling to death (using a hook on their upper beak that evolved specifically for the purpose of killing their younger brother or sister).

The proclivity to kill your little sibling when times are tough might seem like a grim solution to an unpredictable environment, but evolution works by any means necessary, with zero regard for suffering or morality. Animals that find a way to raise more offspring to adulthood pass on whatever genes enabled their success, causing the traits that facilitate survival and reproduction to dominate the gene pool whether they’re nasty or nice. People are often dismayed by the violence and selfishness of their fellow humans, but it’s worth keeping the kookaburra in mind when we reflect on the unflattering aspects of our own nature. Our psychology could have easily evolved to regard the smallest and weakest members of our family as disposable. Instead, we were lucky to chance upon an entirely different solution to our existential threats. By connecting with those closest to us rather than killing them, we not only staved off starvation but we rapidly became the fiercest predator on this planet. This is the story of how that happened.

Our Original Lifestyle

Once upon a time, humans had comparatively little autonomy but incredibly tight connections. For most of human history, our ancestors lived in immediate-return societies, which meant that they ate today what they killed today. Such a hand-to-mouth existence might seem precarious, but there were two good reasons for this state of affairs. First, in the hot climates in which we evolved, our ancestors had limited capacity to store meat without it going bad, so there wasn’t much they could do to stockpile for the future. Second, successful hunts were sufficiently rare that potential diners always outnumbered potential dinners. Because there usually wasn’t enough food to go around, efforts by hunters to store their catch would have been met with stiff resistance by their hungry neighbors.

Human societies solve the problems they face in numerous inventive ways, but the solution to this problem was always the same: mandated sharing of meat from successful hunts. This insurance policy spread the benefits of each hunt among the entire group, which substantially reduced the risk of a string of hunting failures. The rules that govern how the food is divvied out and by whom are numerous and often complex, but the rules never differ in whether it is shared with other members of the group.

For example, !Kung men trade arrows with each other prior to the hunt, with the original owner of the arrow that made the first strike responsible for dividing the meat among all the households in the camp (even if he wasn’t present at the hunt). Among the Aka, the rules vary with the prey. When a bushpig is speared, the owner of the spear that struck the first blow gives the midsection to the owner of the spear that struck the second blow and the head to the owner of the spear that struck the third blow . . . unless the spear that struck the first blow was borrowed, in which case the borrower gets the rump and the owner of the spear gets the remainder. These initial recipients then divvy the meat out to their wives and their friends’ wives, who share with the entire camp if the kill is large enough.

Mandated sharing of meat might seem like a triviality, or a cultural rule with only a single application, but successful hunts are one of the most important things that ever happen in hunter-gatherer communities. As a consequence, the implications of this policy are felt in nearly all aspects of life. For example, when it comes to possessions, hunter-gatherers can decide not to share an item, but only when they have very few such items. A person who owns more than a few shirts or arrows or almost anything else is often asked to share and has little choice but to agree. To decline such a request is to be perceived as stingy, which is one of the most damaging labels in the life of a hunter-gatherer. Stingy people are pariahs.

Perhaps even more importantly, when hunter-gatherers engage in the market economy with their agricultural or pastoral neighbors, they become the target of requests by friends and family to share their newfound wealth. It’s human nature to dodge these requests when possible, but it’s also human nature to capitulate when caught red-handed with the goods. You need only imagine how you’d respond if every time you were unloading the groceries your neighbors popped over and started taking their preferred items from your bags (and the rules of your neighborhood compelled you to share). Under such circumstances you might bring your family with you to the grocery store to eat your purchases right there in the parking lot. Or maybe you’d try to do the shopping when no one was around. Either way, you certainly wouldn’t buy a few weeks of groceries and bring them into your house in the full light of day, as there’s no chance you’d get to keep them. Given these social rules, hunter-gatherers consume the fruits of their labor as quickly as possible; otherwise, their hard-earned cash disappears the moment they bring it home.

Situations such as these demonstrate just how pervasive the consequences of mandated sharing are. First, mandated sharing leads people to focus on the present rather than the future, as trying to save something for later simply guarantees that you won’t get it at all. In this sense, mandated sharing reinforces the cultural practice of consuming today what you kill today. Second, mandated sharing creates a highly egalitarian society, as everyone has equal rights to everything. Such societies have enormous advantages but they don’t scale up in size very well, because (a) people need to know who is contributing and who is slacking so they can pick their group members wisely, and (b) decisions are all made locally and by discussion. Universal sharing works well among small groups of nomadic people who do not accumulate goods. But with the advent of food storage and agriculture, and the psychology of delayed gratification that such lifestyles require, universal sharing inevitably disappears.

People often romanticize the life of hunter-gatherers because they look out for each other so well and because they live a carefree existence that focuses on the present. We need to remember, however, that their psychology is our psychology. They do look out for each other incredibly well, but because they depend so heavily on each other, everyone is in everyone’s business all the time. If a campmate isn’t sufficiently generous or productive, hunter-gatherers are quick to complain. Their intense levels of interdependence lead them to monitor each other incessantly, as one weak link in the chain could threaten the entire community.

Furthermore, and somewhat surprisingly given their lifestyle, hunter-gatherers are just as materialistic as we are, a fact driven home whenever anthropologists arrive in their communities and are faced with a barrage of requests for their “extra” goods. Hunter-gatherers don’t judge each other by what they own, given that no one has the right to keep a surplus for themselves (and hence there are no rich or poor hunter-gatherers), but they want things just like the rest of us. They also get tired of constant demands to share, which they occasionally dodge by hiding or immediately consuming goods they regard as special.

Tight connections are critical for human happiness because they were critical for human survival, but they are not without their costs. Because we also evolved a need for autonomy, our responsibilities to others can be an onerous burden. So let’s consider why humans (and numerous other animals) are willing to pay such a steep price to connect with each other.

The Evolution of Connection

On the far northwest corner of Oahu, in a little slice of paradise, sits Ka’Ena Point State Park. You get there by driving to the end of Keawaula Beach and then walking a few miles down an old jeep trail that runs along the ocean. At the end of the trail, you encounter a surprisingly imposing fence, given that you’re in the middle of nowhere, but the fence is necessary to keep Hawaii’s introduced
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